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Introduction 
                                                                                                      
There is no gain-saying that modern science and technology has contributed to the 
development of Africa both positively and negatively to the extent that there is hardly anywhere 
in Africa where the two double barrel blessings are not being felt. Of course, Africa had 
developed her own science and technology before the advent of modern science and technology 
which sought to ameliorate human sufferings and provide a slow pace development with 
cognizance that humans and environment co-exist and insofar as humans realized this fact and 
treated nature with caution there would be harmony and peace. But failure to recognize this fact 
humans and nature will be in conflict and it is humans that will be worse for it. It is this lack of 
understanding on the part of modern humans of science and technology or the unwillingness on 
his/her part to recognize this fact that this paper is concerned about. In other words, the conflict 
that arises between modern science, technology and African environmental ethics is the lack of 
understanding of how, in Africa, the environment is treated and the role of man in living with 
nature as man-nature relatedness. African environmental ethics has taught the African man over 
the ages not to take from nature more than (s)he needs and to be in harmony with nature (s)he 
must do so with the traditional moral value of common sense ethics, if his/her life is to flourish.  
 
* Segun Ogungbemi is Professor of Philosophy in the Department of Philosophy, Adekunle 
Ajasin University, Akungba, Ondo State, Nigeria.  He is the author of A Critique of African 
Cultural Beliefs (1997) and editor of God, Reason and Death (2008). 
 
 
2 
 
The exploration of oil in Africa and the exploitation of other essential minerals with the 
attendant pollution, deforestation that is causing environmental disasters in the continent and the 
global warming that the world is experiencing are as a result of modern humana and their total 
technological disregard for African environmental ethical values.  In all this, what should be 
done?  What role should an African philosopher play?  Is African traditional moral value of 
environment relevant to a contemporary solution to environmental crisis?  These and other issues 
have been discussed in this paper.  But first let me begin in a nutshell with humans and the 
universe. 
Man and the Universe 
 The natural world in which man is encapsulated is a jungle with constant catastrophic 
occurrences namely, earthquakes, volcano eruptions, storms, tornadoes, hurricanes, droughts, 
famine, diseases, death, and many others that threaten the existence of all the living things.  The 
universe is always prone to environmental crises as a result of natural disasters without human 
activities.  The cosmos or the universe is not a serene or a complete orderly environment.  All the 
living things exist with the attendant exposure to dangers of varying degrees.  It is a world of the 
survival of the fittest as explained by Charles Darwin.  To survive in a universe of conflict of 
interests among the existent and non-existent beings, humans have to apply their faculties of 
reasoning to manipulate his environment for their survival, but in doing so there is need for 
him/her to embrace some moral values and principles to enhance his/her survival.  The unfolding 
knowledge of the environment to survive made humans to develop science and technology to 
enable him/her wage war against his/her vulnerability to nature.  That is why science is construed 
as a field where “observations and measurements are made, theories are put forward and 
statements about the way of bringing about certain conditions, by means of experiments, are 
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made.”1   And technology was originally considered as “craft, or at best as mere application of 
scientific findings.”2   But with modern development in science and technology the two fields of 
knowledge have become a means by which humans exercise their faculty to control and 
dominate the natural world. 
 
In traditional African society however, the idea of humans 
dominating their natural world was not part of their understanding of the relationship between 
man and his environment.  This knowledge pre-occupied their attitude to nature until their 
contact with the Europeans and Americans who had a different view on how the natural 
environment ought to be treated.  Let me begin from the cradle of humanity, Africa.  
Science and Technology in a Traditional African Society  
To begin with there is need to clarify the notion of science and technology that is 
prevalent in Western scholarship about African science which bothers on magic and unverifiable 
metaphysical assumptions.  By African traditional science and technology that existed before the 
arrival of the Europeans to Africa, I mean the observable and experimented knowledge applied 
scientifically and technologically to manufacture or produce hardware for domestic, aesthetic, 
agricultural, military, medical, and social needs of the people.  May I say further that the 
difference between African science and technology and that of the western world then and now, 
it seems to me, is the degree or level of perfection and commercialization.  Now the question is, 
if Africa had ever developed her own science and technology before the arrival of the Europeans, 
how come it did not make comparable impact on the continent as it did in Europe?  Furthermore 
what has happened to African science and technology since the advent of the European forms of 
science and technology?  In other words, has African science and technology become obsolete 
and irrelevant to the needs of Africans and to the rest of the world or is it completely moribund?  
These are genuine questions which deserve concrete answers.  Basically the areas that the 
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development of traditional science and technology at that time concentrated largely on were 
agriculture, medicine, cloth weaving, iron smelting, hides and skin industry, among others.  
According to Samuel Johnson, in his book, The History of the Yorubas: 
Before the period of intercourse with Europeans, all articles made of iron and steel, from 
weapons of war to pins and needles were of home manufacture; …  Workers in leather 
were formerly their own tanners, each one learns to prepare whatever leather he wants to 
use; black, white, green, yellow, are the prevailing colours given to leather.  Every 
worker is expected to know, and to be able to execute the various crafts performed with 
leather, e.g. saddlery, sheaths to swords and knives, leather ornaments on hats, 
waistbands for children, leather cushions, bolsters boots and shoes, sandals etc.
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   In a similar vein, J. Olubi Sodipo writes: 
There is evidence to show that up till about the end of the 15
th
entury A.D., there was little 
difference in the material and technical circumstances of many African peoples and those 
of many European peoples. Thus, we are not surprised at the account that when the 
Portuguese travelers or adventurers landed at the banks of the River Congo towards the 
end of that century, they met a flourishing state whose material circumstances impressed 
them (the Portuguese). The courtiers of King Ambas were dressed in robes of silk and 
broke, and King Nzinga an Nkuwa exchanged embassies with the King of Portugal on 
equal terms.
4 
 
Furthermore Adu Boahen writes on the advanced civilization of some African peoples: 
            … the most remarkable thing about the Yoruba was the very high civilization that they 
developed. This is evident from the richness of their art. As far back as the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries, the Yoruba were producing works of art in bronze, ivory and wood. 
Most of these pieces which are coming to light now through archaeology have amazed 
scholars by their artistic beauty and naturalism, and are fetching fantastically high prices 
in the salesrooms in Europe and America.
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Boahen explains further that “… the Benin most certainly rose and attained an advanced stage of 
development about fifty years before any European ever set foot on Benin soil, and two hundred 
years before the commencement of the great European demand for slaves.”6 
The question that arises from the development of Africa through their own science and 
technology before the Europeans came to the continent is what impeded their advancement?  The 
answer to this question is greed.  Boahen writes “ …though civil and inter-state wars were 
known in Africa before the coming of Europeans, … these wars became more and more 
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demoralizing… as a recent African historian has pointed out; fighting was motivated by greed 
not by self-preservation nor imperial ambitions.”7 
Let me amplify what Boahen says by stating that it was not greed alone that collapsed the 
existing science and technology developed by the indigenous Africans before the intrusion of the 
Europeans to the continent but it played one of the major factors.  It appeared as if the early 
development of African technology even though not as sophisticated as one could imagine 
compared to our modern understanding of science and technology got to a level in which the 
technology began to destroy the technologists- in this case the Africans.  The use of arms and 
ammunition in warfare to capture their fellow men and women and used them as slaves became 
prevalent.  So when the Europeans came with more superior firearms than the locally made tools 
it exacerbated the greed and ignorance of the warlords and made way for the escalation of wars 
among the tribal groups.  Slavery became a quick way of enriching the strong and the 
advancement of traditional technology was abandoned.  The traditional ethics of sanctity of life 
and common sense ethics of not taking from nature more than one needs that could enhance the 
quality of life was pushed to oblivion and the consequence of it was the aftermath of slavery, 
colonization and neo-colonization which have been a burden to the continent.  The weapons used 
during the tribal warfare did not constitute a serious threat to the environment.  As a matter of 
fact, there was no upsurge of population increase because of reduction in population as a result 
of slave trade.  In other words, land, water, air were less polluted and the ozone layers were not 
depleted as a result of human activities.  
Traditional science and technology is not moribund in most African societies because 
those who cannot afford the finished products of western technology still patronize the local 
products e.g. hoes and cutlasses mainly used by subsistent farmers, locally made guns, textiles of 
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different kinds used for traditional occasions like weddings, funeral ceremonies, chieftaincy title 
celebrations, among others.  The local manufacturing of these products does not constitute any 
serious threat to the environment. In other words, both the production and goods produced are 
environmentally friendly.  And in the area of medicine or health delivery for example, traditional 
orthopedic method of taking care of broken bones is still relevant to the needs of the people 
because of the high cost of orthodox medicine which the poor masses cannot afford.  The use of 
herbs, leaves, roots for the treatment of different ailments among Africans is very prevalent. It is 
not the case therefore that traditional science and technology has no bearing in contemporary 
African society.
 
 What has been said about the advancement of African peoples before their 
contacts with the western world is not to resurrect the glorious past of Africa but to show in brief 
that a giant continent like Africa was at no time devoid of knowledge of science and technology 
to ameliorate the sufferings of her diverse peoples.  In other words, as Toyin Falola rightly noted 
that even though Africa had in the past made its contributions to human civilization “its 
intellectual significance should not be lost on us.”8  The truth of the matter is that no human race 
can cope with the exigencies of life without some form of science and technology however crude 
or refined and that of Africa cannot be treated in isolation.  
Modern Science and Technology and Human Environment 
A curious mind may ask what modern science and technology is and its significance to 
mankind? Given the nature of this discourse, modern science and technology is a field of study 
that is based on observation, experiment and practical demonstration of knowledge with the 
attendant objective to make our world a better living environment. It is in this regard that Robert 
K. Merton explains that “…in modern times, especially during the last three centuries, the centre 
of interest seems to have shifted to science and technology.”9  In support of this observation of 
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Merton, Colin Chant and John Fauvel  in their book, Darwin to Einstein - Historical Studies on 
Science and Belief  explain why the shift occurred.  
Science touched the imagination by its tangible results…  Over the course of Queen 
Victoria’s reign, those tangible results multiplied rapidly and extensively.  The average 
Englishman came to enjoy better food, soft clothing, and a warmer home.  Although his 
landscape might have become less lovely and the air he breathed less pure, he could live 
longer and dwell in greater security from the vicissitudes of nature than any man before 
him.
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 The view expressed above during the Victorian period accepted the fact that the new 
technology that had improved the life of the people also portends danger in terms of pollution 
inhaled then. It was probably mild at the time but today it is more deadly. Louis Pojman 
explains: 
Nuclear power could provide safe, inexpensive energy to the world, but instead it has 
been used to exterminate cities and threaten a global holocaust.  Disasters like the nuclear 
plant steam explosion at Chernobyl in the former Soviet Union have spread harmful 
radiation over thousands of square of miles and cause public distrust of the nuclear power 
industry.  Nuclear waste piles up with no solution in sight. But our modern way of life 
does require energy, lots of it. So we burn fossil fuels, especially coal, which, 
unbeknownst to the public at large, is probably more dangerous than nuclear energy, 
causing more cancer, polluting the air with sulphur dioxide, and producing acid rain, 
which is destroying our rivers and lakes and killing trees.
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   It is not only in Europe, America and other developed countries that the search for energy 
has created an environmental crisis.  For instance in Africa, foreign energy corporations have 
been exploring for oil namely, Shell, Exxon Mobil, Arco, Chevron among others.  For more than 
two decades, these foreign companies have engaged in oil and gas exploration for example, in 
Nigeria, and particularly in the Niger Delta region causing a lot of environmental hazards and 
subjecting the people in the area to all sorts of deplorable conditions.  The basic agricultural and 
fishing industries that had been in existence before these companies began their oil exploitation 
of the area have been abandoned because of pollution that is hazardous not only to the land and 
water but also to the health of the inhabitants.  The oil and gas flaring where these essential 
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minerals are produced in Nigeria and other places in Africa like Gabon, Sudan, Angola etc, have 
multiplying effects on the ozone layers which have far reaching consequences on the climatic 
regions of the world.  That is to say, the world at large also bears the burdens of the activities of 
the foreign companies that pollute environment however remote those activities may be.  Let me 
say in brief that most of the oil companies that have caused environmental crisis in Nigeria have 
one way or the other got involved in the cleaning of the oil spillages in the Niger Delta region.  
The Federal government of Nigeria on its part set up the Niger Delta Development Commission 
(NDDC) to execute development projects in the region.  Akpoili Timothy reports, “…the 
Commission has built roads, bridges, jetties, schools, clinics; provided portable drinking water 
and electricity, supported local fishing industries and trained youths in various vocations.”12  In 
the present democratic government of President Umaru Yar’Adua, a Federal Ministry of Niger 
Delta was established to address, in a comprehensive manner, the problems of the region and to 
create peace to enhance the development needed.  The issue now is whether the means of solving 
the region’s problem are not coming too little and too late.  That probably explains the incessant 
conflicts in the region.  It is not only the Niger Delta area of Nigeria that has witnessed a 
negative impact of the by-products of modern science and technology, there are toxic wastes 
dumped on the shores of African countries by the industrial countries knowing full well that they 
are harmful to their fellow human beings.  The heinous crime committed by the industrial 
countries that dumped the hazardous wastes on Africa shores has no moral justifications even 
though some African leaders accepted the practice in exchange for a foreign aid.  The 
gruesomely negative effects of science and technology on the environment have become 
worrisome because of the premium we generally place on human as a being of existential values.  
This does not mean that science and technology is not beneficial to mankind.                                    
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      In a contemporary African society, hardly can anyone deny the fact that science and 
technology of the time has not made some positive impact on the society.  Generally speaking, 
science and technology has improved human transportation, education, industries, 
communication and information dissemination, employment, security, population, agriculture, 
energy, health, longevity etc.  It is true that the world as we know it today is better than some 
centuries ago.  People talk about the world as a global village because of what science and 
technology has made it to be.  But the truth of the matter is that a small fraction of the world 
population has the largest share of the apple pie of the technology. 
  According to Charles Hartshorne:  
Technology, besides making it possible for larger numbers to enjoy the goods of life, 
makes it possible for an additional huge number to live at least marginally, and even 
marginal living is better than nothing. The will to live may be sustained by minimal 
satisfactions, but they are still satisfactions. In sum, technology has greatly enlarged three 
groups of people, those with minimal, mediocre, or optimal modes of living.
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      If those with minimal and the mediocre as explained by Hartshorne share the benefits of 
technology equally with those of optimal mode of living, what will happen to human 
environment?  This is a moral issue which Oswaldo De Rivero further raised in his book, The 
Myth of Development , “… how could the 5 billion inhabitants of the underdeveloped world 
adopt the consumption patterns at present shared by only 1 billion inhabitants of the  advanced 
capitalist societies, without causing a real environmental catastrophe? “14   If the luxury enjoyed 
by the rich and the middle class in the world with a few crumbs left for the poor and yet the 
hazardous and the polluted environment are shared globally in the same proportion, it seems the 
moral justification is indefensible.  What could encourage the advanced world to engage in 
massive exploitation of natural resources without a serious recourse to moral implications of 
their behavior is probably responsible for the dilemma the global world is currently facing.  It 
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appears the Biblical teaching about the way the western man sees himself in relation to his 
natural habitat is in the sense that he is superior to it because God has made him to dominate and 
use everything on earth at his discretion.  The Bible also teaches him that this world is not his 
home, it is a temporary abode.  Man has an eternal home with bliss and eternal contentment.  
Therefore he can afford to make use of his environment on earth according to his whims and 
caprices.
  
But the truth of the matter is that the reality in human existence seems to suggest that 
this universe is the ultimate home of man and whatever he does must be done consciously with 
this understanding, if his life is to flourish because nobody has gone to the world beyond and 
returned to give us a scientific and philosophical explanation of its reality.  The traditional 
African has a different view of the relationship between man and the environment which makes 
him to exist relatively in harmony with nature as opposed to the western world of modern 
science and technology with a domineering attitude. 
The Nature of African Traditional Environmental Ethics 
 In Africa, man is believed to co-exist with nature.  Man is not the centre of the universe 
or to dominate nature but to use it to enhance his quality of life.  He is made aware that any 
misuse or abuse of his environment could be detrimental to his existence.  This traditional 
wisdom formed the basis of man’s ethical and moral relationship with his natural environment. It 
teaches man not to take more from nature than what he needs.  By keeping to this environmental 
moral code of conduct towards the management of his natural resources it will serve his short 
and long term interests.  This environmental principle is called ethics of nature-relatedness or 
ethics of care of nature.  The main reason for man to keep to this moral principle perhaps is 
because already human environment is polluted by natural catastrophes and if human activities 
are not controlled, that may make the universe inhabitable.  But this ethics of care of nature must 
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not be seen as absolute even though it may have a universal appeal and application.  I am aware 
that this natural ethical code of conduct to nature raises some questions that will make its moral 
and epistemological justification warranted.  For instance, how do we know how much we need 
considering human nature of greed and insatiable wants?  Who judges whether we have taken 
more than we need from nature?  And if we have taken less from the natural resources, is there 
any reward for it?  What happens if one takes more than he needs from the natural resources?  
Are there penalties which will not aggravate the already polluted environment?  To a traditional 
African, these questions are subjects of human conscience and the principle of common sense to 
answer.  Both human conscience and the principle of common sense are guided by reason, 
experience and the will.  The ethics of care of nature or nature-relatedness asserts that human 
natural resources do not need man for its existence and functions.  As a matter of fact, it will not 
surprise us if these natural resources had rational capacity and they asked humans what kind of 
beings they are because of the ways and manners they have related and used the environment.  
The fact remains that humans cannot do without the natural resources but they can exist without 
us.  By using the natural resources indiscriminately in the name of development we are 
invariably endangering our own existence.  Put succinctly, the ethics of nature-relatedness is an 
ethics that encourages humans to have a co-operative attitude to nature and to co-exist peacefully 
with it bearing in mind that it is from nature that they derive nurture, growth, survival and 
sustainability.  It is an ethics that calls for caution and perhaps an alternative approach to the 
reckless application or use of modern science and technology in our time.
15
  In other words, all 
forms of human activities that have contributed to environmental pollution, degradation, 
depletion of ozone layers, deforestation etc, are substantial evidences that modern science and 
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technology has made  man to take more from the natural resources than he needs and it is in 
conflict with the ethics of nature-relatedness and common sense. 
 
Conclusion 
 So far, I have not provided an absolute moral rule by which we should treat our natural 
resources.  This is because such moral rule does not exist.  What I have done by giving an 
objective overview of how modern science and technology has added some positive values to 
human existence and at the same time pointed out the danger of not applying environmental 
ethical principle of nature-relatedness to the management of the natural resources at human 
disposal amounted to endangering our own existence.  Let me illustrate what  science and 
technology has done to our world with a story my father told me some time ago.  He told me that 
if you feed a child everyday and one day you fail to feed him, the child will invariably remember 
that day more often than the rest of the days you have fed him.  Of course, one may say that the 
child is an ingrate, but the truth of the matter is that his confidence in the person who feeds him 
is being betrayed.  Similarly, the truth of the matter is that although the world appreciates the 
development, luxury and comfort human technology has provided in a few decades, the negative 
by-products of technology that threaten the human environment do indeed begin to erode our 
confidence in its application to human survival.  Like the story I have narrated above, it is not the 
case that humans are ungrateful for what technology has made us to be in our time, but truly, if 
there is no ethical principle to guide the use and management of our natural resources, then the 
ecosystem on which human life depends for survival is at the risk of extinction.  What should 
philosophers or environmental ethicists do?  The answer to this question is properly addressed by 
Walter H. O’Briant, “We shall have to write a new ethic and reorient ourselves to a quite 
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different world.  A difficult task?  Yes, and an imperative one.  We really have no choice if man 
and nature are to thrive.”16   
 
The idea of not taking more than one needs from nature, the belief in nature-relatedness 
and common sense ethics that have been part of African way of dealing with the environment is 
certainly a rational and appropriate moral approach.  The role of philosophers or environmental 
ethicists is to provide moral principles or ethical theories that are practicable in nature.  It is the 
responsibility of our political leaders to enact policies that will give directives of what modern 
science and technologists should follow.  Whatever policies our political leaders worldwide 
make to avert the environmental crisis created by modern science and technology, it seems 
imperative to recognize the ethics of nature-relatedness for its universal application.       
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